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SUMMARY 

 

Metropolitan Area Designations by OMB: 
History, Current Definitions, and Uses 

 
On December 27, 2000, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) announced its uniform 

criteria, or “standards,” for defining metropolitan and micropolitan statistical areas in the current 

decade. These areas together are termed “core based statistical areas” (CBSAs). Also announced 

were the standards for defining New England city and town areas (NECTAs), which are 

conceptually similar to CBSAs. The 2000 standards superseded those for defining metropolitan 

statistical areas in the 1990s. 

CBSAs consist of counties and county-equivalents in the United States and Puerto Rico. Each 

CBSA must contain at least one urbanized area of 50,000 or more persons (metropolitan statistical area) or at least one urban 

cluster of 10,000 to 49,999 persons (micropolitan statistical area). CBSAs have one or more principal cities and central 

counties. Outlying counties are included in CBSAs on the basis of commuting data. Counties that do not meet the criteria for 

inclusion in CBSAs are classified as “outside core based statistical areas.” NECTAs are classified similarly to CBSAs and 

designated as either “metropolitan” or “micropolitan” NECTAs. 

OMB issued, effective June 6, 2003, the actual lists of CBSAs — the titles of the areas, with their principal city and county 

components. NECTAs and their components are listed as well. The lists were derived by applying the OMB standards to 

population and commuting data from the 2000 decennial census, conducted by the Bureau of the Census. Each year until 

2010, OMB will announce any revisions to CBSAs that are justified by the Census Bureau’s annual population estimates. 

The most recent revisions were announced on February 18, 2004. 

In principle, standard metropolitan area definitions are to be used solely for descriptive, statistical purposes. In practice, 

however, they have other applications, including their use in formulas for allocating federal grant program funds. 

No straightforward procedure exists for calculating the exact amount of money distributed through all federal grant programs 

that use metropolitan area definitions, or for determining the effects of changes in these definitions on the total amount of 

funds allocated to a specific jurisdiction. Even identifying comprehensively which programs use metropolitan area 

designations would require reviewing the statutes, regulations, and formulas associated with the programs. Assuming that 

such an identification were feasible, it would be only the first step toward determining whether inclusion in, or exclusion 

from, a particular metropolitan area or its components directly translates into an increase or decrease in the federal funds a 

particular jurisdiction might receive from all federal grant programs that rely on these designations. Again, the question 

would have to be addressed on a program-by-program basis and posed to department or agency program staff. 

This report will be updated to incorporate any relevant legislative developments or announcements by OMB. 
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Disclaimer 

This document was prepared by the Congressional Research Service (CRS). CRS serves as nonpartisan 

shared staff to congressional committees and Members of Congress. It operates solely at the behest of and 

under the direction of Congress. Information in a CRS Report should not be relied upon for purposes other 

than public understanding of information that has been provided by CRS to Members of Congress in 

connection with CRS’s institutional role. CRS Reports, as a work of the United States Government, are not 

subject to copyright protection in the United States. Any CRS Report may be reproduced and distributed in 

its entirety without permission from CRS. However, as a CRS Report may include copyrighted images or 

material from a third party, you may need to obtain the permission of the copyright holder if you wish to 

copy or otherwise use copyrighted material. 
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